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THE QUR’AANIC TEXT 


Order of the Verses and Chapters 

A verse of the Qur’aan is called an “aayah,” which literally means a sign or 
token by which a person or thing is known, 1 and a chapter is referred to as a 
“soorah,” which literally means enclosure or wall. 2 The order of the aayahs 
in each soorah was set by the Prophet ( 0 ) himself, as is indicated in a number of 
hadeeths (recorded sayings or actions of the Prophet \ 0 \). For example, ‘Uthmaan 
ibn Abee al-‘Aas said, “Once while I was sitting with Allaah’s Messenger (M), he 
rolled his eyes upwards in a stare, then after a while he lowered them and said. 


ejjLdl ija 








‘Jibreel came to me and ordered me to place this aayah in this place in this 
soorah; 




‘Verily Allaah commands justice, kindness, and charity to close 
relatives .” 3 


1 Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. 1, p. 135. 

2 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 1465. 

3 Soorah an-Nahl (16):90. The report was collected by Ahmad (no. 17240). It has Layth ibn Abee 
Sulaym ibn Zunaym in the isnaad. Ibn Hajar said about him, “He was sadooq (truthful) but he 
became very befuddled (in his old age) and his hadeeth could not be sorted out, so they abandoned 
him.” However, Muslim relies on him when his reports corroborate others. (See Taqreeb at- 
Tahtheeb, p. 464, no. 5685.) Ahmad reports in another hadeeth that ‘Uthmaan told Ibn ‘Abbaas, 
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The Prophet ( 0 ) also made reference to aayahs in particular positions in soorahs. 
For example, Aboo ad-Dardaa’ reported that the Prophet ( 0 ) said, 


“Whoever memorizes the first ten verses of Soorah al-Kahf will be protected from 
Ad-Dajjaal (the Anti-Christ). ” 4 


Also, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattaab mentioned during a sermon that he had been 
confused about a problem of inheritance related to a person who dies without 
parents or children to inherit from him. He kept asking the Prophet ( 0 ) about it, 
until he became annoyed, prodded him in the chest and said, 

f-Luull o j-ki c ijlail AjT dljikj VI | 


“Isn’t the verse (revealed) in the summer, the one at the end of Soorah an-Nisaa’, 
enough for you?” 5 

If the order of the verses was not fixed, these hadeeths, and others like them, 
which attach special benefits for particular verses would be meaningless. There 
are also numerous authentic reports in which the Prophet ( 0 ) recited soorahs 
with the verses in order during salaah (prayer), Jumifah sermons, etc. 

During the second copying of the Qur’aan, Caliph ‘Uthmaan personally 
checked the position of each aayah in every soorah, making sure that every one 
was in place, even if they were abrogated verses. Ibn az-Zubayr reported that he 
said to Caliph ‘Uthmaan, “The verse: ‘And those of you who die, leaving wives 
behind ...’ 6 has been canceled by the other aayah, so why are you having it written 


“ Soorahs were revealed to the Prophet (A) over a period of time. Whenever something would be 
revealed to him, he would call one of his scribes and tell him, ‘Place this in the soorah that 
mentions such-and-such.’ ( Musnad Ahmad, nos. 376 and 468.) The hadeeth was also collected by 
Aboo Daawood (Sunan Abu Dawud, vol. 1, pp. 201-2, no. 785) and at-Tirmithee and has seven 
isnaads, all containing Yazeed al-Faarisee, who was classified as maqbool (acceptable for 
corroborative reports) by Ibn Hajar. (See Taqreeb at-Tahtheeb, p. 606, no. 7796.) The rest of the 
narrators are highly reliable. The hadeeth is thus weak by itself, but it may be used where it 
corroborates another report, such as the hadeeth of ‘Uthmaan ibn Abee al-‘Aas. 

4 Collected by Muslim ( Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, pp. 386-7, no. 1766) and Aboo Daawood ( Sunan 
Abu Dawud, vol. 3, p. 1203, no. 4309). 

5 Sahih Muslim, vol. 3, p. 854, no. 3937. 

6 Soorah al-Baqarah (2):240. 
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[or why are you allowing it to stay written]?” He replied, “O my nephew, I will 
not remove anything from its original place.” 7 

Similarly, the order of the soorahs was fixed by the Prophet ( 0 ) himself, 
although it is recorded that ‘Alee ibn Abee Taalib had compiled a text in which 
the soorahs were ordered according to the time of their revelation. That is, it 
began with Soorah al-‘Alaq, then al-Mudath-thir, and then Noon. It has also been 
recorded that Ibn Mas‘ood had a text which began with Soorah al-Baqarah, then 
an-Nisaa ’, and then Aal‘Imraan; while Ubayy had one which began with Soorah 
al-Faatihah, then al-Baqarah, an-Nisaa’, and Aal ‘ Imraan , s However, none of 
these great companions of the Prophet ( 0 ) argued with the order confirmed by 
Caliph ‘Uthmaan and the committee of sahaabah that copied and distributed 
copies of the Qur’aan to the various centers of the Muslim state. In fact, these and 
other companions burned their copies in order to avoid any confu-sion. 9 None of 
this would have taken place if the order of the soorahs was not fixed. 

It should also be noted that Jibreel reviewed the Qur’aan once during every 
Ramadaan of the Prophet’s life except during the final year, in which he recited it 
to him twice. 10 For such a review to be of any value, a fixed order had to have 
been there, especially considering the fact that some of the sahaabah used to 
listen to the Prophet ( 0 ) as he recited it to Jibreel. 


The ‘Uthmaanee Script 

There is nothing recorded from the Prophet 0 ) to indicate that the script used 
to copy the Qur’aan during Caliph ‘Uthmaan’s era was fixed. Caliph ‘Uthmaan 
told the scribes to write it according to the Qurayshee dialect if any difference 
arose in spelling. Hence, when Zayd ibn Thaabit differed with the other three 
Qurayshee scribes over the word taaboot, and Zayd wanted to write it * 


1 Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 40, no. 53. 

8 See al-Itqaan, vol. 1, pp. 181-3, and Ma‘ al-Masaahif, pp. 81-7. 

9 See al-Itqaan, vol. 1, pp. 170-1. As-Suyootee quotes a report he classified as authentic, which 
was collected by Ibn Abee Daawood in Kitaab al-Masaahif, that after‘Uthmaan’s death, ‘Alee 
defended his reputation from people who tagged him “the mus-ha f burner,” explaining that he did 
so only after consulting the leading companions and receiving their approval. 

10 Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 486, no. 519. 
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(taabooh), ‘Uthmaan said, “Write it t — 1 (taaboot), for verily, the Qur’aan was 

revealed according to the Qurayshee dialect.” 11 

However, the majority of scholars considered it preferable that the original 
spelling be maintained in order to protect the Qur’aan from changes which might 
result from the evolution of writing rules with the passage of time. These rules 
also vary from country to country, which could have led to disunity and discord 
over the very text of the Qur’aan. Hence, when Imaam Maalik was asked whether 
the Qur’aan could be written according to the dictation rules of his time, he 
replied, “No, it should only be written according to the way that it was originally 
written.” 12 

Other scholars, such as Qaadee al-Baaqillaanee (died 1013 CE/403 AH) and 
Ibn Khaldoon (died 1405 CE/808 AH), considered it permissible to write the 
Qur’aan according to the rules of standard Arabic, from which the ‘Uthmaanee 
Mus-haf differs slightly. Al-Baaqillaanee argued that for someone to insist upon 
writing the Qur’aan according to a specific set of written symbols requires a proof 
from the Qur’aan and Sunnah, and there is no such proof. He also mentioned that 
some of the prominent sahaabah had mus-hafs which differed from the writing 
system employed in the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf. 13 Ibn Khaldoon (died 1406 CE/808 
AH) argued that the sahaabah wrote the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf at a time when the 
rules of Arabic writing had not yet been standardized, therefore there is no need to 
stick to their writing where it differs from what became the accepted norm. Al- 
‘Izz ibn ‘Abdis-Salaam (died 1282 CE/660 AH) held the position that it was 
obligatory to write the mus-haf which ordinary people read according to standard 
Arabic in order to protect the ignorant from falling into errors of recitation that 
change the meaning. Those who see the permissibility of this change point out 
that what people are reading today and calling the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf is really 
quite different from the way the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf originally looked. The 
changes were all made for one purpose: to make it easier for the average Muslim 
to recite the Qur’aan easily and correctly. 14 The defenders of the ‘Uthmaanee 
Mus-haf point out that the sahaabah wrote it in such a way as to accomodate the 
greatest number of variant authentic recitations, and that writing it according to 
modern standard Arabic would make some of the variants impossible to reconcile 
with the script. 


11 Collected by at-Tirmithee and authenticated by al-Albaanee in Saheeh_Sunan at-Tirmithee, vol. 
3, pp. 60, no. 2480. 

12 Reported by Ash-hab and collected by Abu ‘Amr ad-Daanee in Al-Muqni‘. Quoted by as- 
Suyootee in al-Itqaan, vol. 4, p. 146. 

13 Lama ha at fee ‘Uloomal-Qur’aan, pp. 133-4. 

14 Lama ha at fee ‘Uloomal-Qur’aan, p. 135. 
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The Qur’aanic texts of ‘Uthmaan’s era were written without dashes ( tashkeel , 
i.e. fat-hah, kasrah and dammah) to indicate the vowels and without dots ( nuqat ) 
to distinguish between look-alike letters (e.g. Seen and Sheen, Saad and Daad, 
etc.) The verses were not numbered, nor were there any punctuation signs to 
indicate pauses or even the ending of verses. The following is an example of some 
Qur’aanic verses written during that era: 


All the literate Arab Muslims of those days possessed a natural grasp of the 
language which enabled them to read texts written in this simple form without any 
difficulty. However, when non-Arabs began to accept Islaam and learn Arabic, 
errors in the recitation of the Qur’aan began to appear, due to their unfamiliarity 
with the language. This became especially noticeable in the province of Iraq. In 
fact, it is reported that once the grammarian, Abul-Aswad ad-Du’alee (d. 638 CE), 
heard someone recite the phrase “rasooluh” in the following verse as “rasoolih.” 



“Annal-laaha baree-um ininal-mushrikeena wa rasooluh ” 
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“Verily, Allaah and His Messenger are free from (any obligation) to the 
idolaters.” 15 


This minute change in recitation of a kasrah instead of a daimnah, which could 
not be distinguished in the written text caused the verse to mean instead: “Verily 
Allaah is free from (any obligation) to the idolaters and His messenger.” Ziyaad, 
the governor of al-Basrah, had previously requested ad-Du’alee to develop some 
signs by which the masses could more easily read the Qur’aan. Ad-Du’alee had 
delayed responding to the governor’s request for fear of introducing an un-Islamic 
innovation. However, this recitational error shook him to such a degree that 
shortly after that incident, he developed the first set of marks to indicate the 
vowelling of the Arabic text . 16 The fat-hah (the short vowel “a”) was indicated 
by a dot above the beginning of the letter, kasrah (the short vowel “i”) was 
indicated by a dot below the beginning of the letter, and dammah (the short 
vowel “u”) was indicated by a dot at the end of the letter, between it and the 
following letter if they were joined. Sukoon (indicating the end of a syllable on a 
consonant) was represented by two dots . 17 An example of a text from that period 
follows: 


8cm X 4cm 


Later on, dots were added to distinguish between look-alike letters, and 
vowel signs evolved from the letters related to them. For example, fat-hah 
evolved from the alif and became a straight line above the letter; the kasrah 


15 Soorah at-Tawbah (9):3. 

16 Manaahil al-‘Irfaan, vol. 1, p. 401. 

17 Mabaahith fee ‘Uloom al-Qur'aan, pp.150-51. 
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evolved from the yaa ’ and became a line below the letter; and dammah evolved 
from the waa wand became a tiny vvnavv written near the end of the letter. 


Decoration of the Text 

In the third century after the Hijrah (9th century C.E.), calligraphers began 
competing with each other in the beautification of the Qur’aan. A number of 
flowery scripts evolved and a variety of distinguishing marks appeared. It was 
during this period that the sign “ ”, indicating a doubled consonant ( tashdeed ), 
first came into use. 

Following that, calligraphers began the practice of writing the name of the 
soorah and the number of verses in it at the beginning of each soorah. Since the 
Prophet ( 0 ) only mentioned a few of the soorahs by name and it was the practice 
among the sahaabah to entitle the soorahs according to the introductory phrases 
(e.g. Soorah Ara ’ ayta is now known as Soorah Maa ‘ oon ), a variety of names for 
the same soorah became common. Signs indicating the beginning and ending of 
verses, signs showing the division of the Qur’aan according to juz’ (one of 30 
parts), hi zb (half a juz’) or rukoo‘, as well as a variety of punctuation marks, were 
added to the text during this period. 18 

The scholars of the time were opposed to these additions, fearing 
interpolations (additions to the main text). They based their opposition also on 
the statement of the sahaabee Ibn Mas‘ood, “Keep the Qur’aan free from 
additions and do not mix anything with it.” 19 Most scholars, however, were not 
against the dots and dashes to indicate vowelling and differentiate between look- 
alike letters, as these had become a real necessity for correct recitation and 
protection of the Qur’aanic text from distortion. Al-Hasan al-Basree, Ibn Seereen, 
and Rabee‘ah (scholars among the students of the sahaabah ) were all reported to 
have said that the nuqtah (dots for distinguishing look-alike letters) and tashkeel 
(vowel markings) were acceptable. 20 In time, the widespread additions and 
decorations of calligraphers became so commonplace that the early objections of 
the scholars were forgotten. The Qur’aanic texts of today are clear evidence that 
the opposition of the scholars was ignored, but the feared interpolation of 
decorative additions has not occurred, due mainly to the continuing tradition 


See al-Itqaan, vol. 4, pp. 161-62. 

19 Musannaf ‘Abdur-Razzaaq, vol. 4, pp. 322-3, no. 7944. 

20 Musannaf ‘Abdur-Razzaaq, vol. 4, pp. 323-4, no. 7948. Ibn Seereen seems to have changed his 
mind on the issue, as ‘Abdur-Razzaaq has reported that he also expressed disapproval of this 
practice. 
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among Muslims of memorizing the whole text of the Qur’aan in its original 
purity. 


http://www.islamiconlineuniversity.com 


10 



© Islamic Online University 


Usool at-Tafseer 


9 


DIALECTS AND RECITATIONS 


A lthough Arabic was the common language throughout the Arabian peninsula, 
the different environments and histories of the various tribes produced a 
wide variety of dialects. In some cases, each tribe used different words to 
describe the same object. For example, some tribes called the lion an “asad,” 
while other tribes called it a “layth,” “hamzah,” “hafs,” or a “ ghadanfar In 
other cases, differences occurred in the way certain letters were pronounced due 
to vowelling differences. However, in time the dialect of the tribe of Quraysh 
emerged from among the various dialects as the most prominent dialect. The 
Qurayshee dialect became the most respected of all the dialects for the following 
basic reasons: 

1 . Makkah and its surrounding area, including the shrine of the Ka ‘bah, were 
part of the tribal lands of the Quraysh. Each of the various tribes had idols 
representing their various tribal gods placed in and around the Ka ‘bah. Thus 
the Ka ‘bah was considered the spiritual center for all of the Arabian tribes, 
and pilgrimage to the shrine was made throughout the year. 

2. During the month of hajj, pilgrims from all of the tribes used to come to 
Makkah in order to perform the rites of hajj. This practice was started by 
Prophet Ibraheem and his sons when they first built the Ka ‘bah and it remained 
a practice among their Arabian descendants; however, many false rituals 
involving idolatry and superstition were added to the original rites. The 
Quraysh took personal responsibility for supplying drinking water ( siqaayah ) 
for all of the pilgrims and their animals. This was done free of charge as 
evidence of their generosity and nobility. Thus, the Quraysh were held in a 
highly praiseworthy position among the Arabs. 
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3. Makkah stood at the junction of all the major trade routes between Syria and 
Persia to the north, and Yemen and Africa to the south. As a result, the 
Qurayshee trading class became the richest class among the families in Arabia, 
which in turn led to the great respect that was given to the Qurayshee tribe by 
the various tribes of Arabia. 


Sab‘Ah Ahruf (The Seven Forms) 

In order to take into account the various differences which existed among the 
Arabian dialects, Allaah revealed the Qur’aan in seven different forms. The forms 
matched the dialects of the following seven tribes: Quraysh, Huthayl, Thaqeef, 
Hawaazin, Kinaanah, Tameem, and Yemen. 21 These various forms did not 
represent different Qur’aans, as Jibreel only conveyed verses from a single 
Qur’aan written on a protected tablet ( al-Lawh al-Mahlboth) in the heavens. 
However, Jibreel was instructed to recite the verses that he brought in seven forms 
corresponding to the dialects of the major tribes. The various forms represented 
the various ways in which the same word might be said according to the various 
dialects. However, the meanings were all stated the same. The Prophet ( 0 ) 
informed most of his companions ( sahaabah ) of the existence of various readings 
so that the variation in their readings would not create any discord or division 
among them. The sahaabee Ibn ‘Abbaas reported that he heard Allaah’s 
Messenger ( 0 ) say, 


(• 


“Jibreel recited (the Qur’aan) to me in one form, and after I had revised it I 
asked him to recite some more, which he did, until he completed seven forms. ” 22 

However, not all of the companions were aware of the various readings at the 
same time. Consequently, some minor disagreements did take place, which were 
resolved by the Prophet ( 0 ) himself. An example of such cases can be found in 


21 Exactly which dialects is a matter of dispute among those who accept this interpretation of the 
seven ahruf. See al-Itqaan, vol. 1, p. 135-6. 

22 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 481, no. 513) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 2, p. 390, no. 1785). 
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the following incident narrated by one of the Prophet’s closet companions. ‘Umar 
ibn al-Khattaab said, “Once during the lifetime of Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ), I 
heard Hishaam ibn Hakeem reciting Soorah al-Furqaan in salaah, and I noticed 
that he recited it differently from the way in which the Prophet ( 0 ) had taught me. 
I was on the verge of jumping on him during his salaah, but I managed to control 
my anger until he completed his prayer. Upon its completion, I grabbed him by 
the neck of his cloak and said, ‘Who taught you this soorah that I heard you 
reciting?’ He replied, ‘Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) taught it to me!’ I said, ‘You are a 
liar, for Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) has taught it to me in a different way from the 
way you recited it!’ I then dragged him to Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) and said to 
him, ‘I heard this person reciting Soorah al-Furqaan in a different way from the 
way that you taught me.’ Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) then said, ‘Release him ‘Umar! 
Recite Hishaam!’ Hishaam recited in the same way that I heard him reciting 
previously. Then the Messenger of Allaah ( 0 ) said, ‘It was revealed in this way!’ 
He then said, ‘Recite ‘Umar!’ When I completed reciting it the way he had taught 
me, he said, 


La 4_La Jjj| jjall ) 


‘It was also revealed in this way. This Qur’aan has been revealed in seven forms, 
so recite whichever is easiest for you. ” 23 

Ibn ‘Abdul Barr argued on the basis of this incident that the interpretation of 
the seven forms as meaning seven tribal dialects is flawed, since ‘Umar and 
Hishaam were both from the Qurayshee tribe. He interpreted it as meaning seven 
facets of harmonious meaning conveyed by varying words; for example, words 
like halumma, t‘aala, and aqbil, which all mean ‘come.’ Ibn Hajr, after quoting 
him, offered the opinion that the two interpretations are not mutually 
contradictory. It may be that the variation consists of differing words for the same 
meanings and that the variations are from the dialects of seven Arabic tribes. 

Ibn Qutaybah proposed a different interpretation of the seven forms: 


23 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 482, no. 514) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 2, pp. 389-90, no. 1782). Similar hadeeths are reported on the authority of Ubay ibn 
Ka‘b, ‘ Abdur-Rahmaan ibn ‘Awf and Aboo Hurayrah. In fact, Ibn al-Jazaree collected the reports 
on this issue and found that nineteen of the sahaabah reported it. It is thus considered a 
mutawaatir hadeeth in its meaning. 
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1 . variations in vowel markings, while the letters and meaning are unchanged; for 
example laa yudaarra and laa yudaarru in verse 282 of Soorah al-Baqarah: 




“Neither the scribe nor the witness should be harmed.” 


2. variations in the form of a verb; for example: ba“ada and baa ‘id in verse 19 of 
Soorah Saba 





“They said, ‘Our Lord, make the stages between our journeys 
longer.’ ” 


The variation in this example is in two aspects: between the past tense and the 
imperative and between the second form and the third form of the root, i.e. fa“ala 
and faa ‘ala. 

3. variations in dots of letters that have the same basic shape; for example, raa ’ 
and zaa ’ in the words nunshiruhaa and nunshizuhaa, two variant wordings of 
verse 259 of Soorah al-Baqarah: 


LAydoj ^ 

“And look at the bones (of your donkey), how We raise them up.” 

The variant wording, nunshiruhaa, means ‘We restore them to life.’ 

4. variations due to substitution of one letter for another that is pronounced from 
a nearby location in the mouth or throat; for example 'ayn and ha a ’ both 
originate from the middle of the throat. In verse 29 of Soorah al-Waaqi‘ah, the 
word, talhin (banana trees or a kind of acacia tree) is also recited tal‘in (spadix 
of a palm tree). 
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5. variations due to the transposition of words in a phrase; for example, in verse 
19 of Soorah Qaaf, 


4 Oj-oj 1 8 pL* cjg. U-J y 

“And the stupor of death will come in truth,” 


a variant recitation attributed to Aboo Bakr is: 


<0 ij^Lj (jpl\ bjLu» djf Ikj 

“And the stupor (ordained by) al-Haqq (Allaah) will come, 
accompanied by death.” 


6. variations due to the addition or subtraction of letters or words; for example, in 
verses 1-3 of Soorah al-Layl: 


1C 


< 


“By the night when it veils, and the day when it shines in brightness, 
and Him Who created the male and female...” 

The recitation of Ibn Mas‘ood and Aboo ad-Dardaa’ omitted the first three 
words of verse 3, wa maa khalaqa, (and [by] Him Who created). 

Some recitations added words to what is recorded in the Mus-haf 
‘Uthmaan. Al-Bukhaaree collected the statement of Ibn ‘Abbaas, “When the 
verse was revealed, 


( dllaAj j jiij ) 
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“Warn your clan of nearest relations, and (especially) the sincere 
among them,” 


the Messenger of Allaah ($§) went out, climbed atop the hill of as-Safaa and 
shouted...” 24 The verse referred to by Ibn ‘Abbaas is verse 214 of Soorah ash- 
Shu‘araa’. However, only the first half of it, “Warn your clan of nearest 
relations,” appears in the Mus-haf ‘Uthmaan. Some scholars say this is really 
an example of naskh (abrogated recitation). 25 

7. variations due to the use of one synonym in place of another. This is what Ibn 
‘Abdul Barr was referring to. An example of this is Ibn Mas‘ood’s recitation of 
verse 5 of Soorah al-Qaari‘ah. Instead of cAjAx*]! he recited 

(jjjaLdlBoth phrases mean Tike carded wool.’ 26 

Other scholars, such as Ibn al-Jazaree and Abul-Fadl ar-Raazee, proposed 
their own variations on the same principle. Ar-Raazee wrote, “The variations of 
language do not go outside seven aspects: 

1 . variations of nouns between singular, dual and plural and between masculine 
and feminine; 

2. variations in verb tenses between perfect (past), imperfect (present and future) 
and imperative (command); 

3. variations in i‘raab (vowel endings that indicate the role of the word in the 
sentence); 

4. addition and deletion of letters; 

5. flipped word order; 

6. substitution of one word for another; 

7. variations in pronunciation such al-imaalah, al-fat-h, at-tarqeeq, at-tafkheem, 
al-idghaam and al-ith-haar. 27 


24 Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 467, no. 495. Note: The translator did not translate the second half 
of the Qur’aanic reference cited in the Arabic. 

25 See Chapter 12. 

26 Quoted by Ibn Hajar in Fat-h al-Baaree, vol. 8, p. 645. 

27 Quoted by Ibn Hajar in Fat-h al-Baaree, vol. 8, p. 646. This view was favored by az-Zarqaanee 
in Manaahil al- ‘Irfaan, vol. 1, p. 148. 
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Ibn Hajr pointed out that there is considerable overlap between all these various 
explanations . 28 


Significance of the Seven Forms 

The revelation of the Qur’aan in seven different dialects made its recitation 
and memorization much easier for the various tribes. For example, the phrase, 
‘“alayhim” (on them), was read by some as ‘“alayhumoo,” and the word 
“ siraat ” (path, bridge), was read by some as “ siraat ” and by others as “ziraat,” 
and the word “mu’ min” (believer) was also read as “moomin.” As a result, a 
greater number of the Prophet’s followers were able to memorize large portions of 
the Qur’aan while the Prophet ( 0 ) was still alive. Since the majority of the Arabs 
could neither read nor write and most of the Qur’aan was preserved during the 
Prophet’s lifetime by memorization, any factor which eased its memorization was 
of great importance. Hence, it could be said that the revelation of the Qur’aan in 
seven forms played a vital role in the actual preservation of the Qur’aan. It should 
also be noted that during the compilation of the Qur’aan after the Prophet’s death, 
the only means of verifying the correctness of what had been written of the 
Qur’aan during the Prophet’s lifetime was by comparing it with what had been 
memorized. Hence, the more people who were able to memorize it, the more 
accurately it could be compiled and verified. Consequently, the ease in 
memorization also played a key role in the accurate compilation of the Qur’aan. 

In many places in the Qur’aan, Allaah challenged the Arabs of that time to 
produce a chapter similar to even its smallest chapter. The inability to imitate the 
Qur’aan’s style was a miracle which proved that the Qur’aan had to be from 
Allaah. This miracle became even more obvious when none of the seven major 
tribes could imitate it even in their own dialects, as no one could claim that it was 
difficult to imitate due to it not being in their own dialect. 


The Dialect of Quraysh 

The Qur’aan continued to be read according to the seven forms until midway 
through Caliph ‘Uthmaan’s rule, when some confusion arose in other outlying 
provinces concerning the Qur’aan’s recitation. Some Arabic tribes had begun to 
boast about the superiority of their readings and a rivalry began to develop. At the 


28 Fat-h al-Baaree, vol. 8, p. 645. 


http://www.islamiconlineuniversity.com 


17 



© Islamic Online University 


Usool at-Tafseer 


same time, some new Muslims also began mixing the various forms out of 
ignorance. Caliph ‘Uthmaan decided to make official copies of the Qur’aan 
according to the dialect of Quraysh and send them along with Qur’aanic reciters 
to the major centers of Islaam. This decision was approved by all of the sahaabah, 
and all unofficial copies of the Qur’aan were destroyed. Following the distribution 
of the official copies, all the other dialects were dropped and the Qur’aan began to 
be read in only one dialect. Thus, the Qur’aan which is available throughout the 
world today is written and recited only according to the dialect of the Quraysh. 29 
The discontinuance of the other six forms does not in any way represent a loss of 
any part of the Qur’aan. The sahaabah were given the option by the Prophet ( 0 ) 
to recite the Qur’aan in any of the seven dialects they wished because the meaning 
was the same and the variations were synonymous; and it is they who 
unanimously decided to discontinue the use of the other six. Such a decision 
could not have been unanimously approved if it in any way entailed the loss of 
even the smallest part of the Qur’aan. Thus, the Qur’aan according to the 
Qurayshee dialect is, without doubt, a perfect and complete compilation of 
Allaah’s revealed word to the last of His prophets and messengers, Muhammad 
(it). 

Qiraa’aat (The Recitations) 


A qiraa ’ ah is, for the most part, a method of pronunciation used in the 
recitations of the Qur’aan. These methods are different from the seven forms or 
modes ( ahruf) in which the Qur’aan was revealed. The seven modes were reduced 
to one, that of Quraysh, during the era of Caliph ‘Uthmaan when he ordered that 
the Qur’aan be copied in the Qurayshee dialect and distributed among the 
Islaamic centers of the time. Hence, only the Qurayshee mode remains today and 
all of the methods of recitation are based on this mode. The various methods have 
all been traced back to the Prophet (0) through a number of the sahaabah who 
were most noted for their Qur’aanic recitations. That is, these sahaabah recited 
the Qur’aan to the Prophet ( 0 ) or in his presence and received his approval. 


2Q This is the opinion of a group of scholars. Others maintain that some aspects of the different 
dialects have been preserved in the varying qiraa ’aat, but only those which are reconcilable with 
the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf. They say the sahaabah wrote the ‘Uthmaanee Mus-haf in such a way as 
to maximize the number of ahruf compatible with it. As-Suyootee, Ibn Hajar and Ibn al-Jazaree all 
supported the second opinion and attributed it to the majority of scholars. See al-Itqaan, vol. 1, p. 
142, and Ma ‘ al-Masaahif p. 34. 
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Among them were the following: Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, ‘Ali ibn Abee Taalib, Zayd ibn 
Thaabit, Ibn Mas‘ood, Aboo ad-Dardaa’, and Aboo Moosaa al-Ash‘aaree. Many 
of the other sahaabah learned from these masters. Ibn ‘Abbaas, the master 
commentator of the Qur’aan among the sahaabah, learned from both Ubayy and 
Zayd. 30 

Among the next generation of Muslims, referred to as the taabi’oon, there 
arose many scholars who learned the various methods of recitation from the 
sahaabah and taught them to others. Centers of Qur’aanic recitation developed in 
Madeenah, Makkah, Koofah, Basrah, and ash-Shaam (Greater Syria), leading to 
the evolution of Qur’aanic recitation into an independent science. 31 By the mid- 
eighth century CE, there existed a large number of outstanding scholars, all of 
whom were considered specialists in the field of recitation. Most of their methods 
of recitation were authenticated by chains of reliable narrators, ending with the 
Prophet ( 0 ). Those methods on each level of their chain were called mutawaatir 
and were considered to be the most accurate. Those methods in which the number 
of narrators were few or one on any level of the chain were referred to as shaath. 
However, some of the scholars of the following period began the practice of 
designating a set number of individual scholars from the previous period as being 
the most noteworthy and accurate reciters. 

By the middle of the tenth century CE (6th century AH), it became a popular 
convention to limit the number of best reciters to seven, since this number 
coincided with the number of dialects in which the Qur’aan was revealed. 
Similarly, during this period the number of schools of Islaamic law (math-habs) 
were reduced to the famous four after a period in which there were many. The 
first to limit the number of authentic reciters to seven was the ‘Iraaqi scholar, 
Aboo Bakr ibn Mujaahid (d. 936 CE), and those who wrote books on qiraa ’ah 
after him followed suit. 32 This limitation is not an accurate representation of the 
classical scholars of Qur’aanic recitation. There were many others who were as 
good as the seven and a number who were greater than them. In fact, the 
classification of scholars was really a classification of how well their methods of 
recitation were preserved. Hence, the famous seven were those early scholars 
from different generations whose methods of recitation had the most chains of 
narrators with many narrations on each level of the chain. However, there were 


30 Al-Itqaan, vol. 1, p. 204. 

31 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 204-5. 

32 Al-Itqaan, vol. 1, p. 224. 
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other classical scholars whose methods of recitation were just as authentically 
(. mutawaatir ) recorded as the famous seven. A list of the ten scholars of Qur’aanic 
recitation whose methods were best preserved is as follows: 


1. Aboo ‘Amr ibn al-‘Alaa (d. 771 CE/154 AH) of Basrah 

2. Ibn Katheer (d. 738 CE/1 19 AH) was among the students of the sahaabah of 
Makkah. 

3. Naafi‘ (d. 786 CE/169 AH) was originally from Isfahaan, and his recitation, as 
transmitted by Warsh (d. 812 CE/1 96 AH), was of Madeenah. 

4. Ibn ‘Aamir (d. 737 CE/1 18 AH) was the chief judge ( qaadi ) of Damascus 
during the reign of al-Waleed ibn ‘Abdul Maalik, who, along with the other 
Umayyad caliphs, made that city his capital. 

5. ‘Aasim (d. 746 CE/1 28 AH) of Koofah was the narrator of the dominant 
recitation in current use. His narration, as transmitted by Hafs, is the most 
common method of narration used in the Muslim world today with the 
exception of Africa. 

6. Hamzah (d. 773 CE/156 AH) of Koofah. 

7. Al-Kisaa’ee (d. 805 CE/189 AH) of Koofah was one of the foremost 
grammarians. He played a major role in the formulation of Arabic grammar 
rules. 

8. Aboo Ja‘far (d. 750 CE/132 AH) of Madeenah. 

9. Ya‘qoob (d. 820 CE/204 AH) of Basrah. 

10. Khalaf (d. 844 CE/229 AH) of Baghdaad. 


At the same time that scholars of hadeeth laid down conditions to determine 
the authenticity of statements or actions attributed to the Prophet ( 0 ), scholars of 
Qur’aanic recitation also formulated conditions to facilitate critical analysis of the 
existing recitations. For any given recitation to be accepted as authentic ( saheeh ), 
it had to fulfill three conditions. If any of the conditions were missing, such a 
recitation was classified as shaath (unusual). The first condition was that the 
recitation have an authentic chain of narration; that is, that the chain of narrators 
had to be unbroken, that the narrators were known to be righteous, and that they 
were known to possess good memories. It was also required that the recitation be 
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conveyed by a large number of narrators on each level of the chain of narration 
below the level of the sahaabah (the condition of tawaatur). Narrations which 
had authentic chains but lacked the condition of tawaatur were accepted as 
explanations ( tafseer ) of sahaabah, but were not considered as methods of 
reciting the Qur’aan. As for narrations which did not even have an authentic chain 
of narration, they were classified “baatil” (false) and rejected totally. 

The second condition was that the recitations’ variations match known Arabic 
grammatical constructions. Unusual cons-tructions were verified by their 
existence in passages of pre-Islamic prose or poetry. The third condition required 
the recitation to coincide with the script of one of the copies of Qur’aan 
distributed during the era of Caliph ‘Uthmaan. Hence, differences which result 
from dot placement (e.g. ta ‘lamoon and ya ‘ lamoon ) are considered acceptable, 
provided the other conditions are met. If no support for an unusual condition 
could be found, the recitation of that construction would be classified shaath , 33 
This classification did not mean that all aspects of the recitation were considered 
shaath; in fact, none of the accepted ten methods are totally free from some 
shaath constructions. Shaath narrations of this type also serve as explanations for 
the authentic narrations, as they are obviously statements of the sahaabah. 


Tajweed (Proper Qur’aanic Recitation) 


From the beginning of the final phase of prophethood, great stress was placed 
on the recitation of the Qur’aan. The very name “Qur’aan” means a “reading” or 
“recitation,” and the first verse of the Qur’aan to be revealed was, 


< 0 <&~ ]'j\ > 

“Recite, In the name of your Lord Who created .” 34 


The Prophet ( 0 ) himself urged his companions to recite as much of the 
Qur’aan as they could. Ibn Mas‘ood reported that the Prophet (it) once said, 


33 Al-Itqaan, vol. 1, p. 214. 

34 Soorah at- L AIaq (96): 1 . 
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“Whoever reads a single letter from Allaah’s book will receive a blessing and 
each blessing is worth ten times its value. ” 35 

Aboo Umaamah reported that he said, 


( . \j II Vdi jjoiI u 
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“ Recite the Qur’aan, for verily on the Day of Resurrection it will act as an 
intercessor for its companions (those who read it otlcn >. ” 

In fact, the Messenger of Allaah ( 0 ) encouraged us to read all of it once per 
month. ‘Abdullaah ibn ‘Amr reported that when Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) told him 
to read the whole Qur’aan in a month, he said, “Verily I have strength to do 
more.” The Prophet ( 0 ) then told him to do it in ten days, but he still insisted that 
he could do better, so the Prophet Q|) told him to read it in no less than seven 
days. 37 The Prophet ( 0 ) also warned us to beware of forgetting what we have 
memorized of the Qur’aan. He said, 


1 lac, y JjUI y U1£j iidj! 3±u ^ q) jSII I jit IjjaUu ) 


“Be regular in your reading of the Qur’aan. For by the One in whose hand lies 
the soul of Muhammad, it will run away more quickly than a camel Rom its 
restraining cord. ” 38 


Consequently, from the early days of Islaam in its final form, great care has been 
paid to the recitation of the Qur’aan. Care was taken to see that the Qur’aan was 
recited as closely to the way it was revealed as possible. Scholars who specialized 
in the recitation of the Qur’aan formulated rules of recitation based on the 


35 Collected by at-Tirmithee and authenticated by al-Albaanee in Saheeh Sunan at-Tirmithee, vol. 
3, p. 9, no. 2327. See footnote 94. 

36 Collected by Muslim ( Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, p. 385, no. 1757). 

37 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, pp.516-7, no. 572) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 2, p. 563, no. 2588). 

38 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, pp. 505-6, no. 552) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 1, p. 379, no. 1725). 
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authentic recitations which they had learned. These rules, in fact, formed the basic 
science of Arabic phonetics, outlining the correct method of pronunciation for the 
letters of the Arabic alphabet, individual words, and sentences. The science which 
evolved out of this concern over the correct recitation of the Qur’aan came to be 
known as the science of tajweed. Taj weed was defined as the articulation of each 
Arabic sound correctly and distinctly and the pronunciation of each consonant, 
vowel, word, and sentence according to the standard of Arabic spoken by the 
Prophet’s generation. The scholars also insisted that this should take place without 
excessive embellishment and unnatural mannerisms. However, one should recite 
the Qur’aan in the best natural voice possible, based upon the Prophet’s 
recommendation, 


(. ‘qSfrjtAi (jTjiii ) 

“Beautify the Qur’aan with your voices. ” 39 

It should be noted, however, that in spite of the great emphasis laid on the art 
of recitation, it is not a goal to be sought in itself. Recitation is only a means, a 
vehicle by which one may absorb the message so as to implement whatever the 
message entails. Recitation is, generally speaking, superior to mere reading with 
the eyes because it also involves the organ of speech and sense of hearing, all of 
which serve to reinforce the message when recitation is done consciously and not 
ritual-istically. 


39 Collected by Aboo Daawood ( Sunan Abu Dawud, vol. 1, p. 384, no. 1463), Ibn Maajah, Ahmad, 
ad-Daarimee and Ibn Hibbaan, and authenticated by al-Albaanee in Saheeh Sunan Abee Daawood, 
vol. 1, p. 275, no. 1303. 
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ASBAAB AN-NUZOOL: REASONS FOR 

REVELATION 


T he Qur’aan is a book of universal guidance for all peoples in all times until 
the Day of Judgment, showing them the correct path in their relations with 
their Creator and in their relations with themselves as individuals and groups. 
At the same time, the Qur’aan was revealed to one man living in a specific time 
and place among a specific community. On occasions, certain events would occur 
about which the Prophet’s followers were unsure, or on other occasions they 
might actually ask him about some matters which were unclear to them. In 
response to these and similar needs, verses were revealed to the Prophet ( 0 ). 
These events represent the context in which revelation came and are referred to as 
“asbaab an-nuzool” (reasons for revelation). The Qur’aan, therefore, uses the 
particular to give instructions of universal significance. 

For example, when Khawlah bint ThaTabah’s husband, Aws ibn as-Saamit, 
turned his back on her in the marriage bed ( thihaar ), 40 she went to complain to the 
Prophet (it). ‘Aa’ishah, wife of the Prophet (it), said, “Blessed is He who hears 
all things. Verily, I heard some of what Khawlah bint ThaTabah said while she 
was complaining about her husband to the Prophet (it). She said, ‘O Messenger of 
Allaah ( 0 ), he ate up my youth and I spread my stomach for him. Now that I 
have grown old and stopped having children, he has turned his back on me. O 
Allaah, verily I complain to You!’ An evening did not pass before Jibreel came 
down with these verses: 


40 By saying to her, as was the custom of the Arabs, “You are to me like my mother’s back.” 
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‘Allaah has heard the statement of the one who disputes with you 
about her husband’ ” 41 


Hence, the reasons for revelation ( asbaab an-nuzool f) could be defined as 
incidents recorded during the prophethood of Muhammad ( 0 ) about which 
Qur’aanic verses or chapters were revealed at the time of their occurrence. 42 


How To Know the Reason for the Revelation of a Verse 

The circumstances for a particular revelation could only be known to the 
witnesses of the relevant events or someone who was informed by a witness. 
Therefore, the only reliable source for this knowledge is the sahaabah. Like the 
hadeeths of the Prophet (IS), the reliability of such reports depends upon the 
reliability of the chain of narrators. The statement of a tabi‘ee about the reason for 
a given revelation is usually considered weak by the scholars of hadeeth if he 
didn’t attribute his opinion to one of the sahaabah. 43 

The Benefits of Asbaab an-Nuzool 

Knowledge of the reasons for revelation is of great importance to 
understanding the Qur’aan, as well as many of the Islaamic laws contained in it. 
The following are some of the benefits provided by knowledge of the reasons for 
revelation: 


1. Asbaab an-nuzool often explain the wisdom underlying the legislation of some 
of the Islaamic laws. Knowledge of the wisdom behind divine laws provides 
scholars with general principles which enable them to work out laws for new 
problems which have similar causes or effects. Asbaab an-nuzool also show the 
concern of the laws for the general welfare of man in their treatment of problems. 
This, in turn, makes us aware of Allaah’s mercy, which is a fundamental part of 


41 Collected by Ibn Maajah, vol. 3, p. 243, no. 2063, and Ibn Abee Haatim. Authenticated by al- 
Albaanee in Saheeh Sunan Ibn Maajah, vol. 1, pp. 351-2, no. 1678. The Qur’aanic verse is from 
Soorah al-Mujaadilah (58): 1. 

42 See Manaahil al-drfaan, vol. 1, p. 99. 

43 See Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, p.39. 
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all divine laws. For example, Ibn ‘ Abbaas reported that Hilaal ibn Umayyah went 
to the Prophet ( 0 ) and accused his wife (Hilaal’ s wife) of adultery with Shurayk 
ibn Sahmaa’. The Prophet ( 0 ) said to him, “(Produce) the proof (four witnesses) 
or else you will receive the punishment (of eighty lashes) on your back ” Hilaal 
replied, “O Messenger of Allaah (M), if one of us sees a man on his woman, 
should he leave and seek witnesses ?” Allaah’s Messenger again said, “(Produce) 
the proof or else you will receive the punishment. ” Hilaal then said, “(I swear) By 
the One who sent you with the Truth that I am telling the truth. And AJlaah will 
surely reveal something to free my back from the punishment.” And Jibreel 
descended with the revelation, 



“And for those who accuse their wives without witnesses except 
themselves, the testimony of one of them (can be accepted) by bearing 
witness (with an oath) by Allaah four times that he is telling the truth, 
and the fifth time that the curse of Allaah be upon him if he is telling a 
lie. However, it would avert punishment from (the wife) if she bears 
witness four times (with an oath) by Allaah that he is lying, and the 
fifth (time) that Allaah’s wrath be upon her if he was truthful .” 44 


44 Soorah an-Noor (24):6-9. The hadeeth was collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, 
p. 245-6, no. 271), at-Tirmithee, and Ibn Maajah. 
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2. Sometimes the reasons for revelation specify the particular aspect which was 
intended from the general meaning of the verses. That is, the obvious meaning of 
the verse may be general enough to include circumstances not intended by Allaah. 
An example of this is the verse, 
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“You should not think that those who are happy with what they have 
brought about and enjoy being praised for things they have not done, 
will successfully escape the punishment. They will have a painful 
punishment .” 47 


Marwaan 46 told his gateman, “O Raafi‘, go to Ibn ‘Abbaas and say to him, ‘If 
every man among us who is happy about what he has brought about and likes to 
be praised for what he has not done will be punished, then we will all be 
punished.’ ” (When he did so) Ibn ‘Abbaas replied, “What has happened to you 
all concerning that verse? Verily it was revealed concerning the People of the 
Book.” 47 He then recited (the verse previous to it), 









30 


< 
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45 SoorahAal ‘Imraan (3): 188. 

46 Marwaan ibn al-Hakam was a governor of Madeenah under Mu‘aawiyah. He later became the 
Caliph, and his descendants ruled until the Umayyads were finally overthrown. 

47 Christians and Jews. 


http://www.islamiconlinetiniversity.com 


27 



© Islamic Online University 


Usool at-Tafseer 


“And when Allaah took the solemn pledge of those who were given a 
Book (of revelation), (saying to them), ‘Make it known to mankind, 
and do not conceal it!’ But they cast this (pledge) behind their backs 
and bartered it away for a trifling gain; and how evil was their 
bargain .” 48 

Ibn ‘Abbaas then said, “When Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) asked them about 
something, they concealed it from him and gave something else in its place. They 
then went out, making him think that they had informed him about what he had 
asked and they sought his praise and thanks. They were also very happy about 
having been able to hide from him what he asked about.” 49 Hence, the verse does 
not refer to everyone who is happy about what they have done, but specifically 
those who are happy about being given books of revelation, yet they hide its 
meanings from those who wish to know the truth. 

3. The reason for revelation sometimes clarities the laws which may be deduced 
from the verses. The obvious meaning of the verse may imply a particular law, 
whereas the circumstances under which the verse was revealed indicate another 
law. For example, ‘Urwah once said to his aunt ‘Aa’ishah, wife of the Prophet 
(it), “Do you know the verse, 





‘Verily as-Safaa and al-Marwah are among the shrines of Allaah, so 
there is no sin on anyone who walks between them when making hajj 
or ‘ umrah ’? 


I do not feel that there is any sin on one who does not walk between them.” 
‘Aa’ishah replied, “What a terrible thing you have said, O my nephew! Verily, if 
the (verse) meant as you interpreted it, it would have been, ‘So there is so sin on 
anyone who does not walk between them. ’ But verily, it was revealed because the 


48 SoorahAal ‘Imraan (3): 187. 

49 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 73-4, no. 91) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 4, p. 1458, no. 6687). 
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Ansaar, 50 before Islaam, used to dedicate their (hajj or ‘ umrah ) to two idols, Isaaf 
and Naa’ilah, on the seashore. The people went there, then walked between as- 
Safaa and al-Marwah, then got their heads shaved. After Islaam they didn’t like to 
walk between them, because of what they used to do during the Days of 
Ignorance. Hence, Allaah revealed the verse, ‘Verily as-Safaa and al-Marwah 
are among the shrines of Allaah...’ ” 51 In another version she added, “Then 
Allaah’s Messenger ( 0 ) showed how the walk between them should be done. 
Thus, no one is allowed to drop the walking between them.” 52 Although the 
obvious meaning of the verse indicated that the walking between Mount as-Safaa 
and Mount al-Marwah was merely mubaah (allowable), the reason for revelation 
indicates that it is waajib (compulsory). 


Method of Interpretation 

The verses may be general or specific and the reason for revelation may 
either confirm the general implications of the verses or their specific implication, 
or it may qualify them. 

1. In the first case where the reason for revelation confirms the general 
implication of the verse, the verse should be interpreted according to its general 
meaning. For example, Anas ibn Maalik reported that the Jews used to remove 
their women from their houses when they menstruated. They would not eat, 
drink, or sit with them in their houses. When the Messenger of Allaah ( 0 ) was 
asked about it, Allaah revealed the verse, 


50 Literally, “The Helpers.” Islaamically, it refers to the Muslims of Madeenah, who gave the 
Prophet ($g) and his companions refuge when they fled Makkah. 

51 Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, p. 644, no. 2923. The Qur’aanic verse is from Soorah al-Baqarah (2): 158. 

52 Collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 2, pp. 412-3, no. 706) and Muslim ( Sahih 
Muslim, vol. 2, p. 645, no. 2926). 
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“They ask you about menstruation. Say: ‘It is a harm, so keep away 
(sexually) from women during menses. And do not approach them 
(sexually) until they have become purified. But if they have cleaned 
themselves, you may approach them (sexually) in the way that Allaah 
has ordered you. Verily, Allaah loves those who repent often and 
cleanse themselves.’ ” 53 


Then the Prophet of Allaah ($|) said. 


jjC <J£ Ijilualj 

“Sit with them in your houses, and you may do everything with them except 

• ,,54 

intercourse. 

The general meaning of the verse that menstruating women should not be 
approached sexually is confirmed by events surrounding its revelation. 

2. In the second case, where specific implications of the verse are confirmed by 
the reason for the revelation, the verse should be interpreted according to its 
specific meaning. For example, ‘Urwah reported that Aboo Bakr as-Siddeeq set 
free six or seven slaves, all of whom were being tortured because of their belief in 
Allaah: Bilaal, ‘Aamir ibn Fuhayrah, an-Nahdeeyah and her daughter, Umin 
‘Eesaa, and a slave girl of the Naw’il clan; and the following verses were revealed 
about him: 






53 Soorah al-Baqarah (2):222. 

54 Collected by Muslim ( Sahih Muslim, vol. 1, pp. 175-6, no. 592), Aboo Daawood ( Sunan Abu 
Dawud, vol. 1, p. 64, no. 258), at-Tirmithee, and Ibn Maajah. 
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“But (the Hell Fire) will be avoided by the most God-fearing, he who 
gives his wealth for self-purification and does not seek a favor as a 
reward from anyone, but only seeks the face of his Lord Most High, 
and he will soon be pleased .” 55 


The wording of the verse mentions “the most God-fearing,” which is a 
superlative. This is a wording that indicates someone specific, rather than a 
generality. Thus, these verses should be understood to refer to Aboo Bakr as- 
Siddeeq, although a general lesson can be learned from his great example of 
selflessness. 

3. However, in the third instance where the reason for revelation is specific and 
verse is revealed with general implications, the verse should be interpreted in a 
general way so as to include all circumstances similar to the specific events 
surrounding the verse’s revelation. For example, al-Musayyib reported that when 
Aboo Taalib was on his deathbed, the Prophet of Allaah ( 0 ) came to visit him 
while Aboo Jahl and ‘Abdullaah ibn Abee Umayyah were with him. The Prophet 
( 0 ) said, “O Uncle, say, ‘There is no god but Allaah,’ and I will defend you with 
it before Allaah.” Then Aboo Jahl and ‘Abdullaah said, “O Aboo Taalib, will you 
turn away from the creed of ‘Abdul-Muttalib?” They kept on telling him that until 
he said that he was following the creed of ‘Abdul-Muttalib. The Prophet ( 0 ) said, 
“I will seek forgiveness for you as long as I am not forbidden to do so.” Then the 
following verse was revealed: 


55 Soorah al-Layl (92): 17-21. ‘Urwah’s statement was collected by Ibn Abee Haatim. At-Tabaree 
quotes two supporting narrations, both of them mursal. Tafseer at-Tabaree, vol. 12, p. 260. 
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“It is not fitting for the Prophet (if) and those who believe to seek 
forgiveness for the pagans, even if they were close relatives, after it has 
become clear to them that (their relatives) are dwellers of the Fire .” 56 


Hence, the verse prohibiting prayers seeking forgiveness applies to all Muslims in 
cases where their parents or relatives have died in a state of disbelief, even though 
it was revealed in reference to Aboo Taalib before his death. 

The guiding principle to be followed when interpreting or applying the verses 
of the Qur’aan is that the lesson lies in the general meaning of the words and not 
simply in the special circumstances in which they were revealed. However, know- 
ledge of the events surrounding the revelations puts the general meaning of the 
verses in proper context and prevents deviation. For example, Yoosuf ibn 
Maahak reported that when Marwaan was governor of al-Hijaaz, Caliph 
Mu‘aawiyah desired that his son Yazeed be caliph after him, so he wrote to 
Marwaan. Marwaan then gathered the people of Madeenah and addressed them, 
inviting them to take an oath of allegiance to Yazeed ibn Mu‘aawiyah as caliph 
after his father. When he added that it was the sunnah (way) of Aboo Bakr and 
‘Umar, ‘Abdur-Rahmaan ibn Abee Bakr answered that it was the sunnah of 
Heraclius and Caesar. Marwaan then ordered that he be seized, so ‘Abdur- 
Rahmaan entered ‘Aa’ishah’s house and the soldiers were unable to arrest him. 
Marwaan then said, “Surely, he is the one about whom this verse was revealed, 


^ • • • 
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56 Soorah at-Tawbah (9): 113. The incident was collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 
6, p. 158, no. 197) and Muslim ( Sahih Muslim, vol. 1, p. 18, no. 36). 
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‘And the one who said to his parents: “l/f /” 67 to both of you.’ ” 58 


When the news of what he said reached ‘Aa’ishah, she said, “Marwaan has lied. 
By Allaah, it was not about him, and if I wished to name the one about whom it 
was revealed, I could do so.” 59 


Books Devoted to Asbaab an-Nuzool 

The most famous book devoted to this subject is Asbaab Nuzool al-Qur’aan, 
by ‘Alee ibn Ahmad al-Waahidee (d. 1076 CE/468 AH). The book has been 
reprinted many times since its first printing about one hundred years ago. A new 
edition, printed in 1991, prepared after a comparison of manuscripts in a number 
of libraries, removed some errors present in the earlier printings. Still, al- 
Waahidee’s book is a mixture of authentic and weak reports. Other famous 
scholars who compiled books on this subject include Ibn Taymeeyah (at-Tibyaan 
fee Nuzool al-Qur’aan) and Jalaal ad-Deen as-Suyootee (Lubaab an-Nuqool fee 
Asbaab an-Nuzool). A contemporary hadeeth scholar from Yemen, Muqbil ibn 
Haadee al-Waadi‘ee, has compiled a comprehensive book of the authentic reasons 
for revelation entitled as-Saheeh al-Musnad min Asbaab an-Nuzool. 60 


57 An expression of anger or displeasure. 

58 Soorah al-Ahqaaf (46): 17. The rest of the verse reads, “ ‘Do you threaten me that I will be 
brought forth (again) when generations before me have passed away?’ And the two of them 
cry out to Allaah for help (and say), ‘Woe to you! Believe! Verily the promise of Allaah is 
true.’ But he says, ‘This is nothing but the fables of the earlier (generations).’ ” 

5Q A combination of narrations collected by al-Bukhaaree ( Sahih Al-Bukhari, vol. 6, p. 338-9, no. 
352) and an-Nasaa’ee. 

60 See al-Qur’aan al-Kareem (Arabic CD) under nut ‘loomaat — maktabah al-Qur’aan. 
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